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Traditionally, Iranian women’s use of dress and make-up has been an arena – sometimes a battleground – for identity negotiation. The present study questions the current over-emphasis on identity and the prevalent tendency to look for identity meanings in the use of hejab (veiling) and cosmetics. The results of fifteen interpretive in-depth interviews with young adult women in Iran reveal that these individuals’ make-up practices are largely associated with a total immersion in the experiential, creative aspects of make-up use and with ways to uplift their tired spirits in a monotonous environment. Make-up routines provide these women with opportunities to escape from boredom and immerse themselves in the playful fantasies of the world of cosmetics. Despite facing various challenges, including frequent stigmatisation on account of their use of make-up, the informants in the study derive high levels of satisfaction from their make-up practices. The study establishes that changing socio-cultural dynamics give rise to new forms of consumption experiences in contemporary society and calls for further investigation of such experiences in women’s everyday lives. 
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In contemporary society, dominated as it is by signs and symbols, our actions and behaviours, including our consumption practices, can largely be regarded as ‘symbolic’ means of communication (Slater, 1997). This can become particularly evident in certain socio-cultural contexts in which symbols carry sensitised ideological meanings. Iran is a good example of such a context. With 25 million women under the age of 35 (from a population of 70 million) (Jafari, 2007), Iran was ranked seventh in global markets for consumption of cosmetics in 2007 (Euromonitor, 2008). Interestingly, this young population’s use of make-up has raised heated debate among a wide variety of commentators. On the one hand, outside the country, these individuals’ use of cosmetics is interpreted as a sign of silent rebellion against the political ideology of the state; on the other, inside the country, it is criticised as a sign of Western decadence (Jafari and Goulding, 2008). These interpretations prompted us to study the consumption of cosmetics among young Iranian women. Inspired by consumer research’s recent focus on identity and symbolic consumption (Fırat and Venkatesh, 1995; Slater, 1997), initially we sought to understand the potential symbolic meanings and identity issues inherent in these women’s make-up practices.
 
However, contrary to our expectations, those who participated in this study rejected such symbolic ideological interpretations. As they emerged, the findings of our exploratory research revealed that our informants’ make-up practices were largely associated with a total immersion in the experiential, creative aspects of make-up use and the desire to uplift tired spirits in a monotonous environment. With the potential to engender altered mood states and allow creative expression (Celsi, 1992), make-up routines were valued by the interviewees as a way to transcend the everyday reality of life in their social settings. Despite facing various challenges, including frequent stigmatisation on account of their use of make-up, they derived high levels of satisfaction from their make-up routines. Interpreting these individuals’ make-up practices as ‘escapist’ (Hirschman, 1983) and ‘autotelic’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) experiences, we argue that such experiences in women’s daily lives have remained largely overshadowed by cultural turn’s emphasis on identity issues. Our study uncovers a tacit dimension of women’s everyday consumption practices in Iran and questions the current over-emphasis on identity and the prevalent tendency to look for symbolism and identity meanings in the use of cosmetics and hejab (veiling). 

Our paper is organised as follows. First, we present an overview of the existing literature on women’s consumption of cosmetics and the relationship between the bodily representation of women and identity projects in contemporary society. Next, we provide an overall background to Iran as the research context, highlighting the socio-cultural and political conditions in which our informants live. This is followed by an explanation of the methods employed. Then, we present our findings. We conclude by discussing theoretical contributions and directions for future research.
Women and their bodily representations
Traditionally, and as a result of cultural turn’s emphasis on identity and sign economy (Featherstone, 1983, 1987; Baudrillard, 1993; Slater, 1997), women’s consumption of cosmetics (cosmetic goods and services) has been associated mainly with issues of identity and self-image. For instance, focusing on the concept of ‘self-image’, Schouten (1991) associates women’s use of cosmetic surgery with changes in their self-perception (after or during major life events such as childbirth, career changes, or divorce); sexual and romantic selves; control and efficacy (seeking control over one’s physical appearance); and identity play (shifting from one identity to another). Reynolds et al. (1977) demonstrate how American women consume cosmetics to construct and communicate two forms of female identity, traditional and modern. Their findings reveal that whilst women traditionally used lipstick and hairspray to create a sense of ‘sociable beauty’, modern women find eye make-up and suntan lotion more appropriate to project their physical appearance and attractiveness as part of their modern feminine identity. Elsewhere, Merskin (2007) elaborates on the themes of sexual orientation, self-esteem, political resistance to capitalism, indication of social class, and the embracing of ideal beauty in women’s consumption of cosmetics and their various brands. Chao and Schor’s (1998) findings also suggest that urban and suburban women’s consumption of cosmetics is largely driven by social comparison and consumer status-seeking motives. In a study of Chinese women’s consumption of cosmetics during China’s economic reforms and accession to the WTO, Hopkins (2007) demonstrates how these women used cosmetics as a means of constructing and displaying their gender identity, as part of their broader social status and group identity. Other studies (see Bloch and Richins, 1992; Ragas and Kozlowski, 1998; Peiss, 1990) also relate women’s make-up practices mainly to hedonic and aesthetic ways of constructing attractive, feminine identities.

Such analyses are based on the theoretical premises of consumer culture. Consumer culture, ‘as a defining feature of late modernity’ (Pettinger, 2011, p. 224), provides individuals with the cultural capital (i.e., signs, images, symbols, and experiences) by which they can organise their lives, build their ideal selves, and pursue new styles, sensations and experiences (Featherstone, 1987; Friedman, 1994). Also, it has been argued that under the influence of market-generated media images (Featherstone, 1982; 2006; Farber, 2006) and cultural reflexivity (Giddens, 1991) individuals have become more aware of their physical appearance as it reflects their self-image, and multiple identity projects. In Featherstone’s (1982) words, ‘advertisements, the popular press, television and motion pictures, provide a proliferation of stylised images of the body’ (p.18), which in contemporary consumer culture (particularly in the West) is ‘proclaimed as a vehicle of pleasure’ (p.21). The body becomes a vehicle for displaying aesthetic images (i.e., physical attractiveness), embracing hedonism (e.g., sexuality), and exchanging these values and meanings with others in society. Consumption of cosmetics, therefore, becomes a significant way of managing the imperfections of the body and enhancing the image of the self, for both self and others (Featherstone, 1982). As Black (2004) and Jones (2010) also contend, through the employment of celebrity culture and images in the media, the beauty industry has captured consumers’ imagination and changed their perception of physical beauty. This change of perception has resulted in contemporary society’s obsession with bodily perfection, and aestheticisation of physical appearance, to the extent that individuals may experience self-hatred when they feel less than satisfied with their appearance.

Feminists and post-feminists, however, have questioned some of the most taken-for-granted assumptions about women’s bodily presentations and representations in society. For example, Martin (1987, p.21) contests the belief that ‘a woman must become only a physical body in order to be sexual.’ She argues that women’s lived experience of the divide between ‘self’ and ‘body’ is the result of historical (re)construction of female identity and representation in diverse socio-cultural contexts. Similarly, Glover and Kaplan (2009) criticise contemporary media’s confining of femininity solely to stylised entities that need to be glamorised (by means of fashion and cosmetics). Following Foucault, Bordo (2004) also contends that women’s self-image is the product of many complicated socio-cultural and political constructs and power relationships that have historically described and prescribed women’s bodily representations and position in society. From this standpoint, therefore, women’s consumption of cosmetics is viewed (Radner, 1989; Lazar, 2009) as a means, not of creating sexual identities to serve men’s sexual desires, but of creating ideal selves and modes of being for their own sake.
 
In contemporary society, with so much focus on bodily representations (Moruzzi, 2008; Aguiar, 2011), the body also becomes a significant means of communicating cultural messages in social spaces. Some of the works we have cited earlier in this paper expand on this communication role, which encompasses a diversity of socio-cultural meanings. In Aguiar’s (2011, p.628) words, women’s representation of their external self (the body) can be associated with ‘performativity; body talk; narrativisation of self’ which ‘induce a significant influence on the ways social reality is perceived by social agents.’ In the case in question, Aguiar demonstrates how women use cosmetic prosthesis and aesthetic and fashionable lifestyle as strategies of ‘de-classicisation’ and of forming and projecting their class identities. In a similar vein, the body has been seen as a site for constructing and communicating multiple social identities in urban spaces (Sandıkcı and Ger, 2007, 2010; Meer et al., 2010; Tarlo, 2010). That is, women’s representation of their physical appearance in society signifies certain ideologies and viewpoints (e.g., religiosity, nationalism, and socio-cultural class).
 
In the present research context (Iran), women’s bodily representations have also been closely associated with such symbolism and the communication of diverse socio-cultural meanings. For instance, whilst a majority of Iranian authorities and some social critics within the country (see, for example, Moidfar, 2000) view women’s fashion and make-up practices as the corrupting influences of decadent Western culture, or what they call ‘cultural invasion’ (explained later in this paper), others outside the country (see for example, Moaveni, 2005) interpret these behaviours as signals of silent rebellion against the political ideology of the state. From a different perspective, however, Moruzzi (2008) and Khosravi (2008) demonstrate how women use the language of fashion (i.e., make-up and the hejab) as a means of constructing and communicating their distinct socio-cultural (class) identities. These women’s consumption of cosmetics and fashionable clothing is often associated (Jafari and Goulding, 2008, 2012) with constructing multiple collective and individual identities (e.g., individualism and distinction) in the conditions prevailing in late modernity. Such fashion and beauty discourses can also signal these individuals’ resolving identity dilemmas when caught between two often conflicting sets of cultural values (i.e., religious and secular).

The present paper takes a different path, and reveals an alternative explanation for the use of make-up by our informants, all middle-class Iranian women living in urban environments. As we will explain in the following pages, their make-up practices are mainly associated with their ‘playful engagement’ with the world of cosmetics, a mode of consumption that prior research (Bloch and Richins, 1992; Beausoleil, 1994; Lazar, 2009) has potentially identified. Our research provides empirical evidence for this kind of consumption. We argue that women’s make-up practices and bodily representations cannot be analysed solely through the lens of consumer culture, which largely relies on sociological views of identity. Appreciation of the complexities of such consumption practices requires a deep understanding of the socio-cultural, economic, and political conditions that shape women’s everyday lives. We will explain such dynamics in the next section.
The research context 
Mummifying the 2,500-year history of monarchy in the country, Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution emerged as an anti-imperialist movement that sought to establish a society based on Islamic values. As one of the key results of the Revolution, attitudes and behaviours, cultural and consumption practices were determined, altered and curtailed. In the early days of the Revolution, men were encouraged to forsake certain dress codes such as the wearing of the tie, which was perceived as an imperialist signifier, whilst women were discouraged from wearing make-up and other forms of adornment such as colourful clothes (Rafipoor 1998). At the same time, the whole concept and shape of leisure was dramatically altered. All casinos, bars and cabarets were either closed down or set on fire by angry revolutionaries. Gambling and the consumption of alcohol were strictly forbidden and music was censored and limited to that produced after the Revolution. In addition, cinemas were allowed to screen only those films that were approved by the religious and cultural authorities (Jafari and Goulding, 2008).
 
Although there has been sporadic relaxation​[1]​ of strict socio-cultural policies, such policies have generally continued to the present (Khosravi, 2008). Since 1979, the country’s legislation has been implemented in such a way as to protect Islamic values against the influence of Western culture. Generally, the formal laws (the Constitution and its supplements) and informal laws (orders of the political-religious authorities of the country in the form of public speeches and the issuing of circular letters in governmental and non-governmental organisations) of the country ‘stress the observation of Islamic values as a priority’ (Jafari, 2007, p.369). And along with many aspects of social life, the body has been used ‘as a resource for instantiating and legitimising an institutional practice’ (Frank, 1990, 143); that is, the state’s ideal dress code. The regulation and representation of the body in social spaces (Turner, 1984),  and whether these should strictly follow the ideological precepts of the state, have become sensitive issues in the context of social discipline (Foucault, 1978). Such discipline follows the exercise of what Foucault (1981) refers to as ‘pastoral power’. That is, the state seeks to ‘promote the well-being of its subjects by means of detailed and comprehensive regulation of their behaviour’ (Hindess, 1996, p.118), including the representation of their physical appearance in society.
 
However, recently such policies of cultural protectionism have gone far beyond a matter of Islamic values and manifested themselves in the form of ‘surveillance’ (Semati, 2008) and ‘social policing’ (Jafari and Goulding, 2008). For example, the morality police, charged with safeguarding Islamic order in society, can stop and advise people (women and men) who do not observe proper​[2]​ Islamic dress code (Khosravi, 2008). According to the criteria of the morality police, women are not allowed to appear in public without socks, or wear transparent and short scarves; short trousers; tight or short manteaus. Such behaviours, and even wearing make-up and colourful clothes, are generally regarded as manifestations of ‘bad-hejabi’ (inappropriate or un-Islamic hejab). Men also cannot appear in public with certain types of clothes – for instance they cannot wear shorts or have long hair. Facial tattoos or piercing, popular in the West, would be regarded in Iran as antisocial.

Nevertheless, despite the state’s strict socio-cultural policies, the Iranian marketplace is paradoxically full of a plethora of globally available consumer goods (e.g., cosmetics and perfumes, clothes, and fashion accessories) that facilitate individuals’ participation in the global consumer culture (see Figures 1 and 2). All types of foreign cultural products are also unofficially present in the market. Fashion and beauty magazines, foreign movies and music that do not necessarily meet the terms of the Islamic Republic’s regulations are sold both in high street shops and on city streets. In such conditions, the consumption of foreign (and particularly Western) culture and lifestyle has recently accelerated among Iranian youth (Jafari and Goulding, 2012).

Fig 1: A cosmetics shop window in Tehran

Fig 2: A boutique shop window in Tehran
Although women form a sizeable section of this emerging consumer society in the country, their consumption of leisure activities remains relatively limited. This is due to the multiple meanings associated with leisure and its relationship with different ideologies that shape women’s everyday life experiences in society (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007). Like any other society, the status of leisure in Iran is shaped by multi-dimensional factors – personal, traditional, and societal – around which women organise their everyday lives (Kousha and Mohseni, 1997). Although women in urban spaces enjoy different cultural activities (e.g., religious ceremonies and music concerts, eating out, hidden gambling at home, listening to music, watching satellite TV and partying), their leisure activities are mainly home-centred (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007; Bastani, 2007; Kousha and Mohseni, 1997).
 
Given the heightened meaning of family values and the central role of women (especially as mothers and wives), women are expected to devote themselves to the welfare of their families. From an early age, unmarried young women practise nurturing their family members and have less time and space to devote to their own personal interests. Additionally, with strong religious, traditional, and cultural values in society, some public spaces (such as sports and leisure centres) are segregated by gender (Bastani, 2007). Although the number of female motorists has dramatically increased over the past few years, generally women are not allowed to carry on certain outdoor activities (e.g., riding bicycles or motorcycles) in public. Culturally, such activities are frowned upon by the public and regarded as un-Islamic by the state. These boundaries are all related to the representation of the female body in society. To illustrate, whilst a female driver’s body is hidden by the car, riding a bicycle or motorcycle will expose her body​[3]​ to public view. Thus, Iranian women – whose gender identity has been ‘tenuously constituted in time’ and ‘instituted in an exterior space’ (i.e., society) (Butler, 1990, p. 140) – are very conscious of the way they present and represent their bodies in society; and consequently, for the most part they do – or have to – observe the socio-cultural norms of their society. Here, we use the terms ‘do’ and ‘have to’ advisedly, to emphasise the fact that women’s (non)conformity to their society’s norms depends on many factors such as personal socio-cultural background and the varying conditions in which they live.
    
Gender also has a significant influence on the status of socialisation through leisure and entertainment activities in society. Generally, men are more likely to spend their time in public places with their male friends, whilst women visit their female friends at their homes (Bastani, 2007). This difference is mainly due to the socio-cultural constructs that shape social networking in society (Bastani, 2007; Kousha and Mohseni, 1997). Generally​[4]​ speaking, social ties in Iran, for both men and women, tend to be with the same sex. Ties with the opposite sex are generally limited to the mahram (those whom one cannot marry due to marital or blood relationships) (Bastani, 2007). For example, in certain leisure activities such as camping, picnicking and travelling, women are usually accompanied by their mahram men; their leisure activities, to that extent, largely depend on men.

In addition, economic conditions influence the status of leisure in the country (Raisborough, 2006). During the past three decades (post-Revolutionary Iran) state-sponsored development programmes have been unable to keep up with growth in the youth population, and investing in leisure has not been an immediate concern for the state. This has resulted in the young, particularly women, being left with a limited number of options to entertain themselves. Due to the absence of a happy and optimistic environment, depression has recently increased and even people as young as 17 have been diagnosed with chronic depression (Aftab, 2006). Given the fact that women spend more time indoors than men, they are twice as likely to develop chronic depression (Tabnak, 2009). Uneven distribution of wealth has also led to a situation in which only those from relatively affluent backgrounds can afford certain recreational activities such as skiing, horse-riding, and (overseas) holidays (Jafari and Goulding, 2008). Therefore, in the absence of enough entertainment and leisure activities in the country, youth in general and young women in particular lead monotonous lives. It is in this context that we examine our informants’ engagement with make-up practices.
Methodology


















	Table 1: Interviewees’ profiles
Initially, contacts were made with two women in Tehran who were already known to the first author. The objective of the study was explained to these individuals and they kindly agreed to spread the word to others. Nowadays, the vast majority of young Iranian women in urban spaces​[5]​ use make-up. However, whilst a large number of these women normally use light make-up (i.e., a natural look with little or no emphasis to eyes or lips), others use make-up in a noticeable way, particularly in relation to eye shadow/liner, face powder, and lipstick. Our informants belong to the latter group. That is, they often use eye shadow, face powder, and lipstick which accentuate the effects of their make-up. Also, they do not wear the Chador; instead, they wear headscarves and manteaus, without being fussy about covering their (sometimes dyed) hair completely. It is important to mention these features because the issue of make-up in Iran is closely related to the concept of hejab, as we explained in the research context. According to the criteria of the Iranian state and the conservative/religious strata in Iranian society, our informants would perhaps be categorised as having ‘bad hejab’. 

Given the personal nature of the study, throughout the research process it was vital to build a sense of ‘trust’ and ‘establish a relationship’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005) between the researcher and the potential informants. Our in-depth interviews required individuals to offer ‘believable and convincing’ (Woodward, 2006) accounts of their consumption experiences. Therefore, to help build rapport, in some cases the interviewer met with the informant before the interview for a cup of tea or coffee in a public place, such as a cafe. In these meetings, one of the initial contacts who had introduced the participant accompanied the researcher. In other cases, the researcher had a chat on the phone with potential interviewees to make arrangements for the time and place of the interviews. As ice-breakers, these telephone conversations helped to create an initial familiarity (Wallendorf, 1987) between researcher and informant. Depending on the individuals’ preferences, interviews were conducted in different locations such as their private homes or work places.
 
The first few interviews were semi-structured and took the form of long open-ended chats (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), which became more focused as the interview progressed. Since the key objective of our investigation was to understand why these women used make-up, we encouraged informants to talk about their experiences of using make-up and the feelings this engendered.
 
Interviews lasted one hour on average. In most cases, individuals were interviewed more than once. This was due to the iterative nature of the study; either new themes had emerged or the credibility of the researcher’s interpretations had to be checked with the informants (Hirschman, 1986). All interviews, which were originally conducted in Farsi, were transcribed and then carefully translated into English. In order to make sure that words carried the exact meanings and expressions in both Farsi and English scripts, Farsi-English and English-Farsi dictionaries were also used. In our analysis, we used a systematic process of constant comparison (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) to search for similarities, differences and ultimately patterns and relationships. Field notes were also used to conceptually link the themes (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005 ). Data analysis went through a number of stages, starting with open coding and description, through to more abstract coding and the development of concepts that offered an insight into the informants’ behaviour. In order to ensure consistency, the interviewer’s interpretations were checked against the informants’ own lived experiences and their reflections on what was proposed by the interviewer. Non-participant observations were particularly useful in understanding the diversity of socio-cultural dynamics (e.g., social policing and sexual harassment) of the research context. As we will explain in the following pages, our overall analysis of the data indicated that our informants’ make-up practices were closely associated with fostering mood improvement in a socio-cultural context that does not offer sufficient entertainment, or moments of happiness and well-being.
Make-up as entertainment: breaking the monotony
Based on their socio-cultural norms, economic conditions, and personal circumstances, individuals in different societies pursue different forms of leisure in order to cope with the realities of life (Stebbins, 2009). By involvement in leisure activities, they seek ways of “transforming” their less satisfactory present life conditions (e.g., boredom or anxiety) into more “desirable” modes of being (Tuan, 1998). Whilst some people proactively pursue personal fulfilment, identity enhancement, and self-expression in serious leisure activities, others may simply look for fun and temporary pleasures in casual leisure activities which are more mundane and commonplace (Stebbins, 2009).

Almost all the women involved in this study complained that there was a dearth of leisure activities in the country. They described the general atmosphere of life in Iran as dull, in which people usually feel down and women, in particular, have limited options to entertain themselves. For instance, as described by our informants, Iranian state television programmes are often sombre and promote didactic ideological propaganda. The overseas Farsi satellite channels also mainly broadcast boring programmes which are either politics-laden or far from the realities of everyday life in Iran. In these circumstances, our informants used make-up routines as a way of entertaining themselves:
 
Of course its beauty side IS there, but I feel it [wearing make-up] has become a kind of entertainment for me. My job is very stressful and by the end of the week I feel like I’m knackered…If I don’t do even this small thing [wearing make-up] in my life, I will die…I can’t afford to go for the things that cost a lot. Women don’t have enough facilities here and wearing make-up for me and people like me is a kind of fun. (Ziba)

As a primary school teacher, Ziba spends most of her time in school, with children. She becomes so tired that she prefers to spend her Fridays (the weekend) resting at home. The stressful working conditions of a state school absorb all her energy. During her interview, Ziba stated that with her working week and her ‘just enough’ salary, she cannot really manage the time, energy, or money to undertake certain leisure activities. Skiing, horse-riding, and travelling are all expensive. There are not enough gymnasiums and swimming pools for women. Because of cultural/ideological constraints, cycling is also impossible. As stressed in her interview, Ziba’s life – as others’ like her – has become that of a robot. This view is shared by Mastaneh:
 
Wearing make-up is natural for women, but I feel it’s a bit unusual in Iran. It’s become an inseparable part of women’s life...compare foreign women with us…they have a lot of things to do...they sing, ride on bicycle, go swimming; they have the same entertainment as men do, but what about in here?...so what should a woman do? Make-up has become like an entertainment so that if you don’t wear make-up every morning, you feel like you haven’t fulfilled an obligation.

Involvement in serious leisure activities – as also the systematic pursuit of meanings and values – has a number of prerequisites such as financial resources, time, and skills (Stebbins, 2009) which are absent in the case of most of our informants. Although it is documented (Crawford and Godbey, 1987; Raisborough, 2006) that compared with men, women face more constraints in accessing leisure even in Western societies, the informants in the study reflexively made reference to their Western counterparts to highlight the scarcity of leisure opportunities for Iranian women. Such reflexivity, Jafari and Goulding (2012) contend, is the result of comparing their own life conditions in a theocratic state with those of women living in other parts of the world.

Mastaneh, who is a technician in a private company, works six days a week. Leaving home at 6am and returning around 7pm, she has little time to spare for leisure activities. During her weekend, she tries to catch up with important things such as necessary shopping or family get-togethers which normally take place at home (either hers or others’). As she highlighted in her interview, even when she goes out with friends they meet in a rush in a café or, ‘once in a blue moon’, go to the movies. People like Mastaneh, in her own words, have ‘less time for themselves’ because even when there is a public holiday, family members want them to spend time with the family. Therefore, small things such as wearing make-up open possibilities for Mastaneh to create some time for herself and immerse herself in the aesthetic fantasies of cosmetics. This kind of immersion aligns with Dellinger and Williams’ (1997) work, which demonstrates how a skin care regime can symbolise a woman’s time for herself, an important pause in a busy routine that focuses on others (family, work colleagues, etc.) for most of the time.
Make-up as mood changer: escaping into playful fantasy
Those who participated in this study reported a strong element of escapism in their make-up practices. Make-up routines provided these young women with a means of escaping from ‘boredom’ – a prominent term in our informants’ narratives. Escapism, however, is always a two-way event (Storey, 1999). That is, individuals escape not only from something, but also into something. Our findings reveal that our informants escape from boredom into the aesthetics of make-up, as an immediate and accessible form of refuge. Escapism provides them with a positive route to a more desirable state of being. They entertain themselves by escaping into, and engaging with, the ‘fantasies’ (Hirschman, 1983; Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982) associated with the world of make-up. Such fantasies for our informants are not the extraordinary experiences of role plays or identity shift (Schouten, 1991); they are principally moments of escape from the mundane realities of everyday life. Somayyeh, for example, believes that make-up provides her with a mask that changes her mood:

I can’t really say that it [make-up] makes me more beautiful…I think I’m more beautiful with a natural look…at least this is what others tell me…my friends, my mum [laughs]…wearing make-up is like wearing a mask; it gives me another face, you know, it’s like entering another world. It changes my mood…when I wear make-up, I really feel good.

Other informants shared the same view, stating that wearing make-up changed their mood by giving them a feeling of well-being. For instance, Elaheh and Nazi both emphasised that by wearing make-up they were able to change their everyday lives:
It [make-up] has become a habit…our days and nights have become so repetitive that I feel time’s stopped for me. When your environment doesn’t change, you have to make changes around you, create a different atmosphere for yourself…if you look at women on the streets you will see that most of them have make-up; some have light make-up and some have heavy make-up, but believe me, if you ask them why, most of them will tell you the same… it has become a hobby…at least it changes your mood. (Elaheh)

The escape doesn’t last long. I know that it’s kind of self-deceit…it’s kind of habit. You wear make-up and then you remove it...like toys for kids, you play with it [make-up]. It [make-up] keeps you busy and happy for a very short time whilst the world around you doesn’t change at all, but it’s better than doing nothing and getting depressed. I don’t know how to say that, but wearing make-up really makes me feel better…I don’t feel bored. (Nazi) 
What is noteworthy in these excerpts is the notion of a desirable state of being. Our informants emphasised that they are aware of the fact that the change of mood they experience is temporary. Make-up practices do not change their everyday life conditions completely. Their present experience of life being a ‘same-thing, different-day’ monotony, they do not find their ideal or desirable state of being by wearing make-up; they simply escape that monotony in search of a less undesirable situation. Many of these women acknowledge that Iran has great potential to offer very many happy life moments to its citizens. For example, given the diversity of ethnicities (Persians, Azeris, Kurds, Baluchis, Turkmens, Bakhtiaris, Gilakis and Arabs) in the country, there could be various cultural festivals (such as dance and music) for people to enjoy, but the state’s ideological policies have prevented them from flourishing. Financial hardship also imposes limitations on travel to the country’s fascinating natural attractions and holiday resorts. As emphasised by some of our informants, a week’s holiday in Iran can cost as much as a three-day holiday in Turkey or Dubai, and they cannot afford such expensive breaks. That is why their escape from boredom takes the form of seeking refuge in commonplace activities such as make-up routines.
Make-up as creative play: using the body as a canvas
In an environment that lacks opportunities for creative self-expression, make-up rituals become a type of creative play for our informants. They use their bodies – the most accessible natural canvasses – as both refuge points and art workshops. The body becomes a readily available canvas on which to paint, erase and paint again their facial artworks. The make-up materials are as DIY kits, with which these women participate in games of decoration and fun (Lazar, 2009). Their use of make-up can also be interpreted as an active and agentic source of satisfaction, a type of ‘transcendent play’ (Celsi et al., 1993) that goes beyond mood change, not only bringing with it deeper feelings of artistry, but also a sense of regaining control (Schouten, 1991). Despite the many criticisms from significant others (as will be explained in the following section), the use of make-up enables these young women to feel that they are in control of their moods and have some power to alleviate their boredom: 

In the beginning, make-up was a kind of escape [from boredom], you know...spending time...working on eyelashes, trying different face powders or lipsticks or hair colours...it’s all fun...but now I see it has become a kind of positive thing. It gives me a good feeling that is different from just looking beautiful. I feel I’m creating a good mood for myself…I enjoy my own effort in creating the joy more than the joy itself. You know what I mean? This energises me...I don’t know in the future this may change from make-up to something else, but so far it has been make-up. (Yasi)

Immersion in the world of make-up allows Yasi to feel better about herself, not because of how she looks (beauty) but because of how she feels (mood). In other words, the feeling of well-being is not simply about physical attractiveness and one’s perception of self, as suggested by previous research on the relationship between consumption of cosmetics and self-identity (see, for example, Radner, 1989; Schouten, 1991; Bloch and Richins, 1992; Ragas and Kozlowski, 1998): it is also about taking the initiative and feeling empowered to make a change to one’s monotonous life.
 
Wearing make-up, for Yasi and other informants like her, therefore becomes a kind of autotelic experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992) in which the activity becomes an end in itself. That is, individuals’ deep involvement with the object of consumption results in a self-defining form of recreation and pleasure (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Autotelic activities are autonomous: they take place without any expectation of future benefits, the act of ‘doing’ itself becoming the reward. For example, one may pursue the health benefits of a particular type of sport, but as a result of constant engagement in the sport, the pleasure of the activity becomes an end in itself to which the initial goal of attaining health becomes secondary. Beyond this sense of autonomy, however – and often difficult to articulate – is the concomitant power that make-up bestows to be creative and to become immersed in a series of activities that also bring about positive feelings. Like any form of creative play, make-up also encourages imaginative experimentation and can confer a sense of artistry:

I set my make-up with my clothes; it’s fun and a kind of creativity. I spend some time thinking about how to do this and look for colours, look at myself in the mirror...ask your friends what they think about me and have discussions on this. One may say it’s horrible, one may say it’s great on me. This has its own excitement. It makes me feel I’m doing something for myself. It’s not just about beauty; it’s about doing something positive in a society where everything is negative. (Parisa)

As Parisa indicates, a general disregard for the negative reactions of others, even friends, illustrates that the important element is the actual process of using make-up. Applying it to one’s face, experimenting with different effects and then receiving feedback from others are core parts of the game. Parisa engages in the activity for its experiential qualities, the pleasure of ‘losing oneself in the moment’ (Bloch and Bruce, 1984), rather than to communicate symbolically with significant others or reference groups. In the following excerpt, Zahra directly equates her enjoyment of make-up to the experience of others engaged in more traditionally recognised forms of autotelic consumption:

Some people spend their time with friends, some go for sports, some may go for computer games…for me this [wearing make-up] has become the change thing…it may sound ridiculous, but I think it works for me in the same way… I’m not sure if I was living in a better situation, it [make-up] would still play its role, but in my present situation, it works for me…it changes my mood and gives me a better sense of myself.  

Despite the routine nature of its use by the participants, wearing make-up continues to constitute a ‘flow experience’ (Holt, 1995). In a flow experience, the individual principally takes part  in an activity for the inherent pleasure and enjoyment, rather than for some utilitarian purpose or external benefit (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). It is in this playful situation that these young women experience enjoyment. This seems to be related to the ‘nondurable’ nature of both the ‘object’ (cosmetics) and the ‘activity’ (wearing make-up) of the autotelic consumption (Bruce and Bloch, 1984). That is, even if the activity of wearing make-up is repeated every day, it does not lead to a state of ‘boredom’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). These women, as they explained in their interviews, use different cosmetic substances in different ways and combinations, thereby ensuring that new skills are always required and the activity remains sufficiently challenging, at the optimum level to counteract boredom and anxiety, and to attain the flow experience. Thus, such ordinary practices and the creativity involved in them result in the production of ongoing feelings of novelty and pleasure.
Make-up as stigma: the inescapable challenges
Despite the many pleasures to be found in the use of cosmetics, our informants face a series of challenges arising from the displeasure of others around them: being policed by the state, pressurised by their families, and sexually harassed by men. As explained earlier in this paper, in the eyes of the Iranian authorities women’s use of make-up in public is a sign of Western decadence or, to borrow from Göle (2002, p. 77), ‘eroticisation of the public sphere’. Therefore, those women who use make-up in public are stigmatised and labelled as zanan-e-badhejab (women who do not observe the Islamic dress codes) or zanan-e-khiyabani (street women), who violate the public order. As confirmed by our observations, from time to time these women are stopped and warned by the morality police to behave according to Islamic values:
 
My husband has never disrespected me, but you see that a man or a woman that you do NOT know at all suddenly appears in front of you and tells you that your behaviour is wrong!...that you shouldn’t wear make-up. This really ruins your day and annoys you for days and weeks. (Nargess)

What annoys me is to see how others dare interfere in your very personal affairs and accuse you of having un-Islamic behaviour. How do they know about my religious beliefs? Who knows, maybe I am more Muslim than many of them! Just because you wear make-up, they simply judge you and call you different names. (Zahra)

Interestingly, the state alone is not responsible for such confrontations with the ‘symbols of Western decadence’, as the conservative strata of Iranian society may also support such state policies. From this perspective, hejab is interpreted as dignity, which means that women should not display their physical beauty in public. Women’s beauty should be confined to the boundaries of their families, the sacred pillars of society. That is how family, as another social institution, is empowered to define the nature and culture of beauty. Some informants, like Elaheh and Sepideh, reflected upon this kind of ‘pastoral power’ (Foucault, 1981) from their families: 

My mum says that light make-up is nice on me, but she gets angry with me as she thinks that I use heavy make-up and this is very bad for an unmarried girl. (Elaheh) 
My elder brother always tells me off, he is gheyrati [protective] but I don’t care what he says. We always fight. I get his point, but he is not in my shoes and doesn’t understand me. (Sepideh)

These comments reveal two dimensions of cultural meaning in Iran. Elaheh comes from a traditional background with relatively moderate religious beliefs. Therefore, her mother’s concern about her daughter is rooted in the fact that heavy use of make-up is not, in her eyes, a socially accepted norm. As Elaheh further explained during her interview, her mother is worried about her mainly because others might think that she is not a ‘dignified girl’ (because she wears heavy make-up). Sepideh, on the other hand, does not have any problem with her parents; her problem is with her brother, who is protective. Since, for him, wearing make-up has negative connotations (lack of dignity and a sign of sexuality), her brother does not want her to be perceived negatively – she represents the family’s dignity.

As these cases demonstrate, in Iranian society both family and state have a significant impact on individuals’ very mundane life practices, and in some cases state ideology and public beliefs converge. This convergence, according to Azadarmaki (2008), occurs in the area of religion. That is, religious beliefs link the state’s ideology of Islamic values to the public’s values of Islamic culture, by which they have lived for centuries. That is why our informants face several challenges in relation to both the state and their families. 
 
A third challenge is related to sexual harassment – a common form of social disorder in Iran. Our observations of people’s sexual behaviour in Iran indicate that sexual harassment is a daunting problem. For instance, in the streets of Tehran it is very common to see private cars stop, and sometimes queue, for a woman who is simply waiting for taxi. Likewise, sometimes men chase women, whilst talking to them, for long distances in the hope of getting their phone numbers. In public places such as parks, streets and cafés, men can be seen verbally abusing women, using suggestive language. This behaviour has become so commonplace that many women, as we have observed, simply ignore it. Our informants confirmed our observations, and emphasised that sexual harassment is a very visible social disorder in the country. Zahra and Nazi, for example, say that it is not by any means unusual in their own daily lives:

Women with more make-up might be more harassed, but our society is so ill that all women are subject to this [sexual harassment] even women with Chador are not immune anymore…so it doesn’t mean that I should sacrifice my own wants for the sake of some narrow-minded men. (Zahra)

I don’t mean all, but some men are really sick. I don’t know maybe it is the condition of our society that has created such a mess…it’s not only me but all women are struggling with such a problem. I don’t think that if I don’t wear make-up, I’ll have less hassle…or maybe I’m wrong, but even if so, I don’t see any reason why I should change my way of life. (Nazi)

As these narratives reveal, wearing make-up in Iran has a number of negative connotations as a result of which women – for whom wearing make-up has become an everyday practice – face a series of challenges. Sexual harassment of those who wear make-up may, to some extent, be understandable in the light of the fact that wearing make-up may have “sexual connotations” (Merskin, 2007). Yet, given the socio-cultural characteristics of Iranian society and the fact that sexual harassment has become an extremely visible problem, we see this form of social disorder mainly as the result of the state’s macro socio-cultural policies – policies that demonise some forms of cultural behaviour (Jafari and Goulding, 2008). In other words, the fact that women with make-up are more subject to sexual harassment may be a direct result of the fact that this large section of the population is stigmatised by the state.

However, and despite all these challenges, these young women’s involvement in their make-up routines is so strong that it creates a ‘perceived absence of constraints’ (Gunter and Gunter, 1980, in Bloch and Bruce, 1984, p.198) in their social setting. Even within the structural constraints imposed by their socio-cultural institutions, they assert their autonomy (Dellinger and Williams, 1997). Although they know that make-up will do little to change their overall situation in life, they still escape into a fantasy world for some part of the day. They give themselves up to the process of its application, losing themselves in creative play and artistry which is pursued without much thought to the consequences (facing the above-mentioned challenges). As autonomous individuals involved in autotelic experiences, these young women are not easily “manipulated” by external obstacles in their environment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992), and continue to engage in consumption practices that create an ‘intrinsically rewarding’ sense of happiness, escape, and creativity (Stebbins, 2009).
Discussion and conclusion
Women’s consumption of cosmetics, as we have demonstrated in this paper, constitutes a kind of entertainment for those who lead less exciting lives. Women use the body as an immediate and potential source of joy (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992). Their escapist and playful engagement with make-up provides them with a sense of solace, pleasure, and creativity (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; Lazar, 2009). In the absence of extrinsic satisfaction from, or appreciation of, the environment at large (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992), they continue to engage in their make-up rituals on a daily basis. Although in some cases they do not necessarily believe that make-up makes them more beautiful, or relate its use to symbolism or hedonism, they still experience ‘significant mood changes’ (Celsi, 1992).

The findings described in this paper – which uncover less articulated dimensions of women’s everyday consumption practices – contribute to theory in two ways. First, whilst on the one hand identity has dominated sociological accounts of consumer culture, and women’s consumption of cosmetics has been associated mainly with identity and self-image, on the other we have demonstrated the potential of cosmetics in enabling women to experience moments of escapism, flow, and autotely. Engagement in the fantasies of the make-up world not only facilitates their rite of passage from boredom to moments of happiness, but also creates opportunities for game participation. Make-up liberates our informants’ imaginative power and releases their creativity. 
We do not claim that our findings can be generalised to the whole population in our research context because in our inductive study we interviewed only a limited number of people. However, we stress that there are tacit motives behind women’s consumption of cosmetics which are overlooked in contemporary sociological accounts of consumer culture. Our emerging findings in this study caused us to move away from an identity focus to explore the alternative explanatory possibilities, hitherto overlooked, of autotelic consumption. We do not reject the idea that in their use of dress and make-up, these women may pursue multiple identity projects and symbolic meanings; but we emphasise that issues of dress and grooming cannot be read in one single way either. As interpretive researchers we are constantly looking for meanings, but in the case of this study our informants’ actions are symbolically meaningless – they are not actively creating or seeking meanings in relation to identity projects but simply immersing themselves in the experience (of consumption) for its own sake. That is, although the dynamics (socio-cultural, economic, and political) of their context influence their engagement in such escapist and autotelic experiences, the act of consumption itself is removed from symbolism and self-image in the social context.
 
As Munro and Belova (2009) remind us, there is a close link between ‘time’ and ‘body’. That is, narratives of body largely depend on the nature of the context in which the body exists. No surprise, then, that make-up use amongst women in general, and Iranian women in particular, has been associated with symbolic meanings and identity projects. Given the current political circumstances of the country (e.g., internal issues around democracy and external issues around the West’s demonisation of the country), Iranian women are increasingly under scrutiny, by media, social critics, academics and others. Therefore, their mundane consumption practices (such as routine make-up use) are instantly associated with identity issues and symbolic acts of resistance. Similarly, since our contemporary society (particularly in the West) is dominated by mass-media, market-generated images and symbols, women’s make-up routines are often interpreted as hedonic behaviours. We respectfully invite our fellow researchers to delve into the depths of their research contexts to acknowledge the socio-cultural, economic, and political complexities that underpin women’s everyday consumption practices. As we have discussed in this paper, actions can be misread if they are not interpreted in relation to an in-depth study of their cultural context.
 
This context-dependency brings us to the second contribution our study makes to theory. Whilst earlier research (see, for example, Mitchell, 1983; Holbrook et al., 1984; Celsi et al., 1993; Holt, 1995; Cotte, 1997; Arnould et al., 1999; Sherry et al., 2001) has studied the flow and autotelic experiences mainly in the context of extraordinary consumption situations and leisure activities such as sports and gambling, our study extends their application to mundane and commonplace practices such as make-up routines. Our study establishes that due to the ever-changing socio-cultural dynamics in contemporary society, new forms of autotelic consumption are emerging that need to be considered in cross-cultural contexts. 

Given the limitations, in terms of time and scope, of the present inquiry, further research is needed to understand Iranian women’s involvement with cosmetics. More empirical work of a longitudinal nature could explore whether or not women’s escapist and autotelic experiences with cosmetics would persist even if they enjoyed happier life conditions. Likewise, the focus of the present study being on young women, further research should discover how aging might affect these women’s engagement with cosmetics. Finally, we would like to emphasise that we need to de-familiarise ourselves with take-for-granted assumptions about the very nature of consumption. Individuals’ mundane consumption practices are often driven by tacit motivations which bear deeper investigation.
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^1	  For example, during the Reformist Khatami’s presidency (1997-2005) the country witnessed some relaxation of such strict dress codes. Also from time to time, especially before presidential or parliamentary elections, for the sake of winning more public votes, such strict policies are temporarily relaxed. 
^2	  The major problem with this kind of social policing is that such dress codes are not solely related to the ideology of the state. Iranians, in general, observe certain attitudes because they are rooted in their society’s socio-cultural values. For instance, body exposure of any sort or couples’ showing affection in public are traditionally frowned upon by both men and women. Yet, sometimes, the state’s restrictions on social behaviour violate people’s individual freedom. The state regulations on compliance with Islamic attitudes encompass a wide range of issues (such as clothes and hairstyle) that are regarded as very personal in the majority of societies around the world. What makes this complex situation more intricate still is the fact that there is no transparent framework within which these restrictions are described. The legislation of the Islamic Republic generally considers certain attitudes un-Islamic, but these attitudes are not defined precisely. Manifestations of such un-Islamic behaviours might involve wearing ‘uncommon’ hairstyles or clothes for men and a ‘bad’ hejab for women. The concepts of ‘uncommon’ or ‘bad’ are vague and there is no agreement – even amongst the legislative bodies themselves – on the definition of such terms. Therefore, it is often left to the discretion of different authorities (e.g., the morality police and the judiciary) to judge whether people’s behaviour is Islamic or not.
^3	  The body here is not nude; it is covered. As Amir-Ebrahimi (2008) tactfully explains, the self-disclosure of the body in Iranian society is related to women’s feeling (in)secure in the physical world. Riding on a bicycle or motorcycle will expose the female body gestures to the public. Traditionally, such exposures have been interpreted as sexually erotic. In contemporary Iran, religious authorities constantly advise women not to wear tight clothes because such clothes will raise erotic sensations in the opposite sex, and this is regarded as a sin. See also Khosravi (2008) and Jafari and Goulding (2008).   
^4	  The choice of the term ‘generally’ – which is repeatedly used in this paper – is deliberate. Our purpose here is to give an overall picture of our research context. The choice and practice of hejab and the relationship between the opposite sexes in Iran are related to individuals’ socio-cultural background and families’ religious orientation. 
^5	  Women in rural areas also use make-up, but the types of make-up they use and the occasions of wearing make-up are different from those in urban spaces. Given the different socio-cultural contexts of rural spaces, understanding make-up practices amongst rural women needs further explanations which are beyond the scope of this paper.  
